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Prior research has documented dramatic change in the ages at which men and women first marry (Manning, Brown, & Payne,
2014; Smock & Schwartz, 2020). In 1960, men’s median age at first marriage was about 22.8, and women first married at a median
age of 20.3 (FP-19-06). However, 55 years later, these ages had increased to 29.2 and 27.1, for men and women respectively (FP19-06). This increase is noteworthy, but it does not reveal whether or how the span or distribution of ages at which men and
women marry has widened or shrunk over time. Using 1960 and 1990 vital statistics data from marriage certificates and the 2018
American Community Survey, this profile explores changes in the age distributions of men and women’s first marriages. This
profile builds on work by Cohen (2013), and all analyses are restricted to states that were in 1960 Marriage Registration Areas. We
use the diversity index, which measures the amount of variation in a population’s characteristics or experiences, to compare
variation in distributions of age at first marriage, with higher scores representing more diverse experiences (i.e., a wider age range
among first marriages). This Family Profile is part of a series on the age distributions of family formation experiences, with
companion profiles exploring how the ages at remarriage and the transition to parenthood have shifted.

Men’s Age at First Marriage Distributions
Values of the diversity index indicate the ages at first marriage have become increasingly diverse from 1960 to 2018, a pattern
that is visually indicated by the flatter distributions characterizing the more recent time points.
•
•
•
•

In 1960, the majority (54%) of men who married for the first time did so between the ages of 20 and 24. By 1990, this
share declined to 35%.
In 2018, the most common age group in which men first married was 25 to 29, with about one-third (32%) of men first
marrying between these ages.
Men who first married before their 20th birthday made up about 18% of newly married men in 1960. By 2018, however,
this share declined to 3%.
Among men who married for the first time, the share who were 30 or older more than quadrupled from 11% in 1960 to
49% in 2018.

Figure 1. Men’s Distributions of Age at First Marriage
1960 (diversity = 0.65)

1990 (diversity = 0.73)

2018 (diversity = 0.79)
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Source: NCFMR analyses of Vital Statistics Marriage Certificates, 1960 & 1990; 1-year American Community Survey, 2018

Women’s Age at First Marriage Distributions
Between 1960 and 1990, there was little change in the diversity of women’s age at first marriage. By 2018, however, women’s
ages at first marriage became more diverse.
•

•
•

In 1960, about one in six (16%) women who married for the first time were younger than the age of 18, and only about
one in fifteen (6%) of these women were 30 or older when they first married. Thirty years later (in 1990), these shares had
reversed; about 4% of women had experienced a first marriage before age 18, and about 16% were 30 or older.
By 2018, fewer than 2% of women’s first marriages occurred to those aged less than 18, whereas 40% of women were 30
or older.
In 1990, 41% of women who married for the first time were 20-24 (the modal age group). This proportion nearly halved by
2018 (21%) as the modal age group shifted to 25-29.

Figure 2. Women’s Distributions of Age at First Marriage
1960 (diversity = 0.72)

1990 (diversity = 0.73)

2018 (diversity = 0.78)
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Source: NCFMR analyses of Vital Statistics Marriage Certificates, 1960 & 1990; 1-year American Community Survey, 2018
Note: Diversity index (DI) calculated as 1 minus the sum of the squared proportions.
𝑛
(𝐷𝐼 = 1 − ∑𝑘=1 𝑝𝑘2 ; where 𝑝 is the proportion of the population who experienced a first marriage in age category 𝑘)
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